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Chapter 12: Living Room 


"Okay, I'm off." 

"Yep! See you later." 

I gave a small wave to Mr. Yoshida as he stepped out of 
the entryway. 

As soon as he'd closed the door to leave, I suddenly 
became aware of how silent the room was. 

",..Alright." 

I muttered to myself quietly and went back to the living 
room. I started by collecting the plates we'd left on the 
table at breakfast time, stacking and carrying them to the 
sink. 

Now, it was time to wash the dishes. 

This was always the first task I did after Mr. Yoshida 
left for work. 

When the water ran over my hands, I feel my thoughts 
clear up, and the sound of the clattering plates distracted 
me from my loneliness. 

I made quick work of the washing, and because there 
was no space to let them dry, I wiped them all down 


instead. 


This first task took about ten minutes from start to 
finish. 

The nearest station was roughly a ten-minute walk 
away. I wondered if Mr. Yoshida was already on the train by 
now. 

I soon found it funny how much thought I was giving it. 

“What difference would it make to me, even if he was?" 

No matter how much I talked to myself, there was no 
one here to listen or to respond. 

Whenever Mr. Yoshida was away, I tended to talk to 
myself a lot more. 

Talking to myself made me feel lonelier. 

Come to think of it, Mr. Yoshida talked to himself a lot, 
too, and he must have done it subconsciously. Sometimes, 
the things he was thinking about automatically found their 
way out of his mouth, and it was really amusing to see. 

"Oh." 

I exclaimed quietly as I put away the plates I'd just 
wiped dry. 

There I was again. 

"I'm thinking about Mr. Yoshida again." 

I whispered, and let out a breath through my nose. 

Until this point, I'd stayed at a lot of different men's 


houses. Naturally, everyone I met had their own 


particularities, and no two of them were ever truly the 
same. Even so, there was one thing that all of the men I'd 
stayed with had in common. 

They'd all let me stay with them ‘for their own benefit’. 
I felt this was an extremely normal thing. Who would be 
unconditionally kind to someone if they were getting 
nothing out of it? 

All of the men I'd met so far, every single one of them, 
had 'touched' me. 

It was to be expected. It was my bargaining chip, and it 
was what they wanted in exchange for letting me stay with 
them. 

In exchange for inviting the social ticking bomb that I 
represented into their homes, they took full advantage of 
my ‘high school girl’ status. 

To be honest, I thought that was pretty ordinary 
behavior. 

If anything, Mr. Yoshida was the weird one. 

He really was a mystery to me. 

To tell the truth, when he told me he was 'not into kids', 
the first thought that came to mind was, 'you say that now, 
but I wonder what you'll say in a few days’. 


However, he never changed his mind. 


In fact, not only did he spend time preaching to me, but 
he also left me alone at his home, with only the random 
condition that I 'do the housework. 

I didn't get it at all. 

What good did it serve him, having me here? 

I didn't think there was any real need for me to do 
housework. No, to put it more accurately, it isn't something 
only I could do for him. 

After all, he'd been living alone up until I came along. I 
could tell just from looking that he didn't really cook for 
himself, but he'd been getting by just fine anyhow, hadn't 
he? 

It didn't make any sense that the only thing he wanted 
from a "high school girl" who'd suddenly fallen into his lap 
was for her to "do the housework" for him. 

I was a high school girl, brimming with youthful energy. 
Not only that, but I thought I was pretty good-looking if I 
did say so myself. It wasn't just me singing my own praises 
but what I'd objectively observed. 

No matter how much he insisted he wasn't into younger 
women, he should be somewhat attracted to me. 

“There must be a part of him...that would be tempted." 

As these words left my mouth, I felt weirdly deflated. 

Mr. Yoshida was kind. 


That was a fact that I'd begrudgingly come to accept 
after we'd spent a few days living together. I was extremely 
lucky to have found him. That was undeniable. 

Still, there had to be more to the story. 

Mr. Yoshida had never 'pursued' me in the way others 
had. 

That made me feel somewhat uneasy. 

"Why is that?" 

I didn't get it. 

This was a kind of anxiety I'd never experienced before. 

And it's strange to feel this loneliness when Mr. Yoshida 
isn't here in the afternoon. 

In the houses I'd stayed at in the past, I felt more 
relaxed when the owner wasn't present. I didn't have to 
fulfill their expectations, and I could do whatever I liked. 

Things were different now. 

When Mr. Yoshida was out, the hours felt like days. I'd 
get the housework finished in no time at all. 

I'd taken my time reading the comics and books that 
Mr. Yoshida bought for me, and yet I still finished them in a 
number of days. When I read them, it wasn't the content 
that put me in a good mood, but the fact that Mr. Yoshida 
bought them for me to read. I'd gotten things from people 


many times before. The other men had bought me things so 


expensive they couldn't possibly be compared to these 
comics and books, like lingerie and necklaces. However, 
none of those things ever brought me happiness in the way 
that Mr. Yoshida's gifts did. 

Even I, myself, didn't understand what had happened to 
make me feel this way. 

I felt really safe when I spent time with Mr. Yoshida. 

And the safer I felt, the more scared I became. 

Why was he letting me stay here, in an environment as 
pleasant as this? What had I ever done for him to deserve 
this? I didn't have a clue, and I live every day obsessed with 
this strange sense of unease. 

It was much better when I could easily understand 
what somebody needed me for. Further still, there was a 
part of me that wouldn't mind if Mr. Yoshida did decide to 
put his hands on me. I didn't know why, though. 

However, I knew that would never happen. 

Mr. Yoshida didn't see me in that light at all. It wasn't 
like he was resisting out of pride. He simply didn't have an 
ounce of desire for me. 

“Haaah..." 

It was all so new to me. I had been bewildered from the 


moment I'd arrived at Yoshida's place. 


I felt safe, yet anxious. I was anxious, yet I felt warm 
inside. 

Those were my emotions, but it felt like they belonged 
to someone else. I feel like I haven't been grounded for a 
long time. 

I wiped down the table with the wrung-out table cloth 
and let out a sigh. 

"I wonder how long I can stay here." 

I whispered to myself, before flopping down onto the 
living room floor and sitting there. 

If Mr. Yoshida ever found it inconvenient to have me 
around, would he kick me out, just like all the other men 
had? 

That's right, for example... 

If he found a girlfriend. 

The moment this thought occurred to me, I was 
assaulted by a sensation that felt as if my heart was being 
squeezed inside my chest. 

"He is that kind, after all." 

So much so in fact, from my female perspective, it was 
completely beyond me that he hadn't found someone yet. 

He did seem to be hung up on the fact that Ms. Goto 
had shot him down, but he had just gone out drinking with 


another woman from the office, and there must have been 
plenty of other women in his social circles. 

Now that I thought about it, it wouldn't be surprising if 
one of them took advantage of his heartbreak and made a 
pass at him. 

And, if things between Mr. Yoshida and that woman got 
physical, I'd definitely lose my place to make room for that. 

I got the impression that even high school couples went 
to each other's places to have fun together. It was only 
natural that adult couples would invite each other to their 
homes, especially if the man was living alone. 

In that case, there'd be no space for me to stay here. 
Even if they lived separately, the fact that he lived under 
the same roof with a random high school girl isn't what 
you'd find in any normal relationship. 

“Haha. If he gets a girlfriend, I'll definitely hafta leave." 

I let out a humorless laugh. 

I went from one negative thought to another and found 
myself dwelling on pointless hypothetical questions. 

sb ies 

If Mr. Yoshida did get a girlfriend... 

Then he and that woman would...do it, wouldn't they? 

The thought instantly brought goosebumps to my whole 
body. 


",..1'd better start the laundry." 

I stood up and headed for the washing machine, but the 
mental images from a few seconds earlier were still 
lingering in my mind. I felt my thoughts closing in on it. 

Mr. Yoshida, sleeping with some woman I didn't know. 

For some unfathomable reason, I found imagining this 
spectacle indescribably repulsive. 

I know it shouldn't have anything to do with me. 

It was only natural that someone as kind and well- 
balanced as Mr. Yoshida would find someone, and the 
things they would do together would be perfectly normal, 
too. 

I told myself this, but the more I imagined the things 
that they'd do, the more uncomfortable I felt. 

"Ugh..." 

I sunk down to the floor before I'd even reached the 
washing machine. 

“What's going on...?" 

Being alone like this, in Mr. Yoshida's house, was really 
killing me. 

I felt like I was about to be consumed by a feeling of 
isolation that was like nothing I'd experienced before. It 
was like I was being swallowed up swirl of negative 
thoughts. 


"Mr. Yoshida... Come home already." 
He'd only just left the house, and yet here I was, saying 
his name out loud, like I was calling out to him to come 


back again. 


Chapter 13: Business Trip 


"Did you mess up on purpose again? You better cut it 
out, or I'll send you flying!" 

"No...! I swear, I didn't! It was a plain old mistake this 
time...!" 

"This is way worse than last time." 

"No, please listen to me... You've got it all wrong. I 
rented a ton of DVDs the night before last and stayed up all 
night watching them. I came to work exhausted the next 
day, and that's how..." 

I slammed my hands on the desk, and Mishima's 
shoulders jolted a little. Hashimoto, who was sitting next to 
us, let out a playful ‘whoa there!', ridiculing our tense 
confrontation. 

"I don't care what your excuse is. Can you fix it by the 
end of the day?" 

"T'll fix it. Trust me!" 

"Alright. Get to it, then..." 

When I looked up to fix a sharp glare on Mishima, I 
noticed one of the bosses approaching from behind her. 

It was our section manager, Odagiri. 

Suddenly, I had a bad feeling about this. 


Whenever Section Manager Odagiri came by our 
department, it was usually to bring some trouble our way. 
And for some reason, his gaze was locked onto mine. 

“Hey. Got a second?" 

As if to prove my premonition true, he marched over to 
my desk and called out to me. 

"Sure, what is it?" 

I responded, straightening myself up and turning to 
face him. 

"Sorry to spring this on you, but..." 

Section Manager Odagiri scratched his bearded chin 
and continued. 

"I want you to go on a two-week business trip with me." 

"Huh? A business trip? Where to?" 

“To our branch in Gifu." 

"G-Gifu...2" 

To tell the truth, I didn't want to leave home. That was 
where Sayu was, after all. 

I could only imagine that leaving her unsupervised for 
two weeks wouldn't be good. 

I put on my best attempt at an ‘apologetic’ expression. 

"That's...a little difficult for me right now..." 


Section Manager Odagiri's eyes widened in surprise. 


“Huh? That's not something you see often, Yoshida 
refusing a business trip. You usually jump on board right 
away." 

"Well, I guess... Haha..." 

With a high school girl holed up at my place, there was 
no way I could join him. Still, I couldn't tell the section 
manager that. A dry smile came to my face. 

What if I could get Hashimoto to go in my place...? I 
looked over at the seat next to me as I weighed up the pros 
and cons. Hashimoto, who had been sitting there just 
moments earlier, was now nowhere to be seen. 

That idiot... He must have gone to the bathroom... 

He was the fastest escape artist in the office, that's for 
sure. 

Well, he did have a wife at home, so I doubt he'd want 
to leave her on her own for weeks, either. 

"Uh... How about Mishima? Maybe Mishima would like 
to join you." 

"Wha?" 

I'd pointed at her so suddenly that it made her respond 
in a silly voice. She was capable enough, and I knew she 
was Single, so she would be the perfect candidate. 

She looked in Section Manager Odagiri's direction, but 
he just shook his head. 


"There's no company lodging at the branch we're 
visiting this time. We'll have to get a hotel. But it is a 
business trip, so we can't afford two rooms. I can't very 
well share a room with a woman." 

"Uh, why not? You're married, Mr. Odagiri. It's not like 
anything weird would happen between the two of you. 

I objected, but the section manager looked like he had 
mixed feelings. "Well, that's true, but..." he grumbled. 

"And you'd be fine with it too, right?" 

I asked, peeking at Mishima. Looking at her face, I was 
startled. 

"Uh, no, I'm not..." 

She made a face of disgust. 

Well, that was understandable, but this was...more than 
that. I mean, this isn't the kind of face she should make in 
front of her boss. 

Section Manager Odagiri also glanced at the face she 
was making, then shook his head repeatedly. 

"No, she's clearly not fine with it. It's gonna have to be 
a male member of staff. Please, Yoshida. You're the only one 
I can count on for this. I mean, you're single, after all." 

His words cut me to my core. There was no need to 


comment on my relationship status. That said, I did 


understand how it might be frowned upon to send 
employees with families on business trips. 

"Is there an actual reason why you can't go? If there is, 
I'll leave you alone." 

This was the toughest question he could have possibly 
asked. 

My thoughts raced as I struggled to come up with a 
good answer. This was the one time I definitely couldn't tell 
the truth about what was going on. 

Just as I was desperately trying to think of something to 
Say, my Savior appeared. 

"Mr. Odagiriii...I thiiink he just doesn't want to go..." 

A male staff member staggered out from behind 
Section Manager Odagiri and walked up to us, his tone of 
voice playful. It was Endou, who worked at a desk not too 
far from mine. 

"I'm happy to go on the business trip. I'm single, and 
I'm bored as hell. How about it? What d'ya think?" 

"Speaking to me that casually isn't helping your case. 
I'm your boss!" 

"So you don't wanna go with me? I didn't see you as the 
type to let personal feelings get in the way of work. I 


thought you were meant to be our section manager..." 


Endou argued furiously with him, speaking in a 
persistent tone of voice. Section Manager Odagiri shot a 
disapproving look at Endou. He was making no effort to 
hide how he felt. 

"Will you be able to work properly for the whole two 
weeks?" 

"I always do. As long as you let me do what I like 
outside of work hours, that is." 

Endou replied, raising an eyebrow. Section Manager 
Odagiri let out a sigh and nodded. 

"Got it. Alright, I'm counting on you, Endou." 

"Alright! It's a deal." 

Endou gave a wide smile—a smile you would only give 
when you're trying to butter someone up—as he saw 
Section Manager Odagiri off. Then, he looked at me and 
smirked. 

"Yoshida, I thought you only had eyes for Senior 
Managing Director Goto!" 

“Whadd'ya mean?" 

Endou sidled up to me until we were shoulder-to- 
shoulder, his movements clearly exaggerated, and spoke 
quietly. 

"It's a gal, right?" 

"Huh?" 


“You don't wanna go on the trip because you're seeing 
someone. Am I wrong?" 

Endou's words astonished me. Was that how he'd 
interpreted this whole situation? 

However, I couldn't completely deny his assessment, 
and that had me vexed. It wasn't like I had a girlfriend or 
anything, but I did have a girl at home who ‘needed 
supervision’. I'd be lying if I said there wasn't a woman at 
the center of the problem. 

“Yoshida-sempai..." 

Mishima, who'd been watching from beside me the 
whole time, cast a glance my way. 

"You have a girlfriend...?" 

"No! I told you, I don't have one!" 

"Don't lie. You've always been the first out the door for 
business trips. If you're suddenly reluctant to go, it has to 
be because of a girl." 

"That's not it. That's not the only reason someone can't 
go on a business trip..." 

I began to explain myself, but the words got caught in 
my throat. 

I couldn't think of a single, believable reason why I'd 


refuse to go on a business trip. 


Endou noticed the look on my face and gave a 
complacent smile, then plopped his hand on my shoulder. 

"But I guess someone would get mad at us if we talk 
about it around here. Let's go get lunch." 

Endou suggested, pointing to the clock hanging on the 
wall. According to the clock, it was already past 1pm. It 
was the perfect time to take my afternoon break. 

"...1'm off to lunch." 

I let out a sigh and raised my voice to let the rest of the 
office know I was leaving. My coworkers responded with a 
listless ‘enjoy’. 

I took a peek at Hashimoto's seat out of the corner of 
my eye, but he still wasn't back. 

He can eat alone for all I cared. That'd be his 
punishment for being the only one to avoid our section 
manager. 

oK 

“These noodles are too soft and overcooked. Konjac 
noodles would be so much better. They're much firmer." 

Endou looked exasperated as he slurped down the 
cafeteria Chinese noodles. 

"This cafeteria food tastes more like cattle feed every 
day. They could at least change the names of the meals. 


The ‘Livestock Set' sounds pretty appropriate. Not only 


would it be funny, but at least you'd know what you were 
getting." 

"You say that, but it's still the only meal you ever order 
here." 

Beside Endou sat our coworker Koike, who Endou had 
forced to come along. He was eating a plate of fried rice. 
The two of them were close friends. Objectively speaking, 
their personalities were complete opposites, but they 
seemed to complement one another perfectly. 

"Well?" 

Endou, who had been exchanging complaints with 
Koike, suddenly turned toward me. 

"Are ya dating? You haven't had any success with our 
Senior Managing Director Goto, right?" 

"I told you, it's not like that." 

I waved both hands at him in denial, and Endou gazed 
at me, looking somewhat skeptical. 

I felt another set of eyes looking in my direction, and 
when I looked to my side, I saw Mishima peering at me. 

“Your chilled Chinese noodles are getting soggy." 

"I don't care about my noodles. I'm more interested in 
what you're talking about, Yoshida-sempai." 

True to form, she refused to touch her chilled Chinese 


noodle bowl and looked straight at me instead. 


I let out a little exhale, then put forth the only excuse 
I'd desperately come up with while I was ordering lunch. 

"I'm expecting a package, and it's supposed to come 
sometime within the next two weeks." 

"A package?" 

Endou replied, frowning. 

"A package? What's in it? Can't you just pick it up 
later?" 

"No. I have to be there to receive it in person." 

“That's why I'm asking you what the package is!" 

I took a long pause. I tried to make a face that 
indicated that I didn't want to talk about it, and Endou 
simply grinned and nodded. 

“Makes sense. I get it. You're a busy guy, Yoshida!" 

Endou smirked, as if he knew something the rest of us 
didn't, and then patted Koike on the shoulder lightly. 

"What?" 

“You had some DVDs shipped to your place last year 
too, didn't ya?" 

Koike's eyebrows drew together in a scowl, but he still 
nodded a few times. 

"Yes, I did. I was really into this one gal at the time. 
Kokoa Naruse." 

"Ack!" 


I nearly spit out the fried noodles in thick sauce that I 
was Chewing on. 

Mishima eyed me suspiciously from the seat next to 
mine. 

“Naruse? Who's that...? I've heard that name before." 

"Oh, what was it... She's an anime character or 
something, I think." 

She was actually a porn actress. 

Endou gave me a huge grin for covering up for his 
friend, while Koike let out an exasperated sigh and shoved 
more fried rice into his mouth. Mishima was the only one 
left with a quizzical look on her face. 

"Well, if you're that desperate to keep it a secret, I 
won't ask anymore." 

Endou laughed in amusement and slurped up more 
Chinese noodles. As I watched him do this, I felt a little 
guilty and opened my mouth. 

"Hey. I feel kinda bad. Y'know, about before. For 
making you go on the trip in my place." 

“Doesn't bother me at all. I'm single, and it's not like 
I've got anything better to do. Plus, there's probably lots of 
good food in Gifu." 

"Sure, but I know how much you hate the Section 


Manager." 


"Yeah, I can't stand him." 

Endou's shoulders bob at his apparent joke, and a 
smirk comes to his face. 

"I hate him so much, I'm actually kind of looking 
forward to it. So don't sweat it." 

",..Orry. I owe ya." 

"Don't make such a big deal outta it, Yoshida. That's 
why girls don't like you." 

"That's got nothing to do with it." 

I lashed out at Endou, but I couldn't help but think he 
might be right. 

"Well, I don't care what your reasons are, but you're 
still making me go on the trip in your place." 

Endou stared at me after making a show of loudly 
slurping his Chinese noodles. 

"I just hope you make the most of whatever it is, 
whether it's some DVDs or a girl." 

Endou said, before going quiet and starting to focus on 
his meal. I let out a small sigh as I listen to him slurp up his 
noodles. 

His words clearly conveyed what he really wanted me 
to know. 'I don't buy that excuse, but I'll give you a pass 
this time’. He was a real asshole and had a very selfish 


personality, but strangely enough, he had a big-hearted 


side to him, too. He'd stuck his neck out for me at work 
countless times before. 

I probably couldn't keep fooling everyone like this. I 
wondered if Sayu would be back in Hokkaido the next time 
a business trip came my way...I found myself pondering on 
that thought for a moment. 

"Yo-Shi-Da-Sem-Pai." 

"Ack!" 

Just as I'd filled my mouth with another bite of fried 
noodles in thick sauce, Mishima prodded me forcefully in 
the side with her elbow, nearly making me spit out my food. 
I frantically swallowed it down, then slapped Mishima on 
the shoulder. 

"Why would you do that while I'm eating?!" 

"T just..." 

She looked into my eyes, and away, and into them 
again, over and over, then opened her mouth to speak. 

"Do you really not have a girlfriend?" 

"I told you, I don't. How many times do I have to say 
it?" 

She was making me feel like a useless person. I wish 
she'd just stop. 

She opened her mouth again, clearly wanting to say 


something, but stopped herself and simply nodded. 


"Alright then. That's good..." 

"Wait, I don't need your permission to be in a 
relationshi-ow-ow-ow!! Crap, that hurts! Why do you keep 
elbowing me so hard? You hit a rib!" 

"Well, I was annoyed at you, so..." 

For some reason, Mishima pulled a sulky face and 
finally started slurping her chilled Chinese noodles. I kept 
watching her suspiciously, and Endou, who'd witnessed the 
whole exchange, roared with laughter. 

"What's your problem?!" 

I slammed the table and gave Endou, who was laughing 
away at us, a quick look. His shoulders bobbed as he shook 
his head. 

Endou, having cried with laughter, wiped his tears from 
the corner of his eyes and spoke. 

"I'm thinking you must really not have a girlfriend, 
after all." 

“What do you mean?" 

“His words speak for themselves, don't they, Mishima?" 

Endou passed the conversation Mishima's way, who 
glared back at him and took a giant bite of her chilled 
Chinese noodles. 

I had no idea what they were talking about. I looked to 
Koike in bewilderment, but he simply shrugged with a wry 


smile on his face. 
oK 

After lunch, Mishima quickly finished fixing her work, 
and I didn't have much to do, so I began cleaning up to 
clock out on time. 

I stuffed my belongings in my briefcase, and just as I 
was about to head out, Mishima called out to me. 

“Yoshida-sempai." 

"Yeah?" 

It was obvious that I was annoyed she'd stopped me on 
my way out. My voice gave it away. 

Despite this, Mishima, who was standing in front of me 
as I held my bag, seemed completely unfazed by this. 

“Can you spare a minute?" 

"Nah... I'd really like to go home now." 

“Something you hafta do?" 

"Not exactly." 

“Hang out with me, then. Just for a bit." 

I felt a little annoyed by how insistent she was, but 
things had been a little awkward at lunchtime. It was 
entirely possible that more pointless misunderstandings 
could come about if I tried too hard to get out of it. 

"If you insist, I guess I'll join you. Where did you wanna 


go?" 


“Let's go watch a movie." 

“Huh? A movie?" 

"There's a theater in the station near your place, 
right?" 

"Well, yeah, but..." 

"Okay, let's go! It starts in an hour." 

"H-hold up!" 

Mishima, ignoring my reply, strode toward the door at 
such a pace that I had to rush to catch up to her. I suddenly 
got the impression that someone was looking at us, and 
when I looked up, I found Goto, who was seated at her desk 
staring straight at me. My heart skipped a beat, but there 
wasn't anything I could say to her in a situation like this. I 
gave her a small nod, and left the office with a spring in my 


step. 


Chapter 14: Fate 


"It won't be until after when you understand that your 
meeting was a fated one." 

With those words, the professor passed a handkerchief 
to the tearful protagonist. 

"If you do meet someone who will change your fate, you 
wouldn't know so until after it happens. When everything 
changes, after everything is over, only then do we realize." 

"But if that's true...what should I do about the way I 
feel?" 

The protagonist was a girl who'd met a boy the same 
age as her at university and was running around trying to 
get his love, saying that what she felt for him was ‘fated’. In 
this scene, the girl, who'd found out that the object of her 
affections was going to study abroad, was talking to her 
professor. "Is this how my fated love will end?", she said 
tearfully, as the professor was giving her life advice. 

"Does it matter if this love wasn't meant to be?" 

"Huh?" 

The professor tipped his coffee-filled mug up to his lips, 


gulped down a mouthful, and took a long pause. 


“Whether it's fate or not, your feelings are still real. 
Isn't that good enough?" 

The protagonist's eyes widened in response to the 
professor's words. 

"Shouldn't you be running straight up to him and 
telling him what you need to say? It doesn't matter what 
the outcome is. That's your only option." 

With that, the professor put on a playful smile. 

The protagonist nodded furiously, large teardrops 
streaming down her face again, and jumped to her feet. 

“Alright. I'm going." 

With that, she bolted out of the study room, leaving the 
professor to watch her leave, looking dazzled. 

I suddenly wondered how Mishima was doing and took 
a glimpse at her through the corner of my eye. She was 
staring at the screen, making an expression I'd never seen 
before. 

She seemed both tearful and angry at the same time. 
As I glanced at her side-on, I realized this was most 
‘serious' I'd ever seen her look. 

I wish you'd show me a face like that at work, I thought 
to myself and was a little moved by how seriously she was 


taking the movie. 


When I was watching the film, I found it impossible to 
get invested. I stole a few glances at this girl sitting 
opposite to Mishima, but her eyes stayed glued to the 
screen. She was totally absorbed in the story. 

I didn't think I was really the type to enjoy movies in 
the first place. I knew the people shown on the screen were 
real, flesh-and-blood people, but it felt like the stories were 
taking place in a completely different world. It was 
impossible for me to truly empathize with any of the 
characters. 

However, the line that the professor had just said did 
strike a chord with me. 

“You never know whether it was a fated encounter until 
after it happened." 

Those words felt strangely fitting. You accept a meeting 
that will change your life, one that happened without your 
intention, just because it feels natural. But it's quite often 
that when you think back on it, that meeting ends up being 
so much more than you ever knew. 

Take my meeting with Goto, for example. 

We met at an event for soon-to-be graduates where 
many different businesses had gathered together to recruit 


new employees. 


I'd just attended a talk hosted by the company I was 
hoping to get into and thought I should check out another 
company, since I'd made the effort to turn up. While I was 
looking at all of the other participating companies in the 
hopes of finding another talk to attend, Goto came up to 
me. 

“Looks like you're actually serious about finding a job 
here." 

I could still remember the smile on her face as she 
spoke. 

If I'd never met her there, I probably would have never 
joined my current company. I probably wouldn't have ever 
found a company that suited me so well or made as much 
progress in my career. 

Have I had any other fateful encounters since then? I 
don't think so since nothing in particular is coming to mind. 

That thought suddenly lead me to an image of this one 
person's face. 

Her unrestrained, absent-minded smile. 

Come to think of it, my daily life had changed 
completely since Sayu came along. 

Still, I didn't feel like our meeting would have much of 
an impact on my future. I'd spotted her by chance, and it 


turned out that she was longing for a place to stay. I'd 


offered her one, and she has been taking on housework in 
return, which helps me out a lot. There was nothing more 
to it. 

"You probably never knew, but...!" 

The protagonist on the screen raised her voice, which 
surprised me and pulled me away from my thoughts and 
back into the movie. 

While I was concentrating on my thoughts, the main 
character had moved onto a new scene. She was now 
standing at a distance from the young man to whom she 
was confessing her feelings. 

"When I first met you, you did more for me than I ever 
imagined!" 

The protagonist's raised voice trembled, and tears 
welled up in her eyes as she desperately put together her 
words. 

The boy opposite from her stood and listened, looking 
slightly perplexed. 

"You didn't give a second thought when you were 
reaching out to help me, I know, but...to me, it meant the 
whole world!!" 

A flashback scene began, and we viewers were 
transported back to the beginning of the story. The scene 


showed the protagonist starting college, having just moved 


into the city. The crowded campus made her feel incredibly 
isolated and small, and she stopped in her tracks. Right at 
that moment, a young man, who was looking the other way, 
bumped into her,making her fall on her behind right in the 
middle of the crowded campus. The boy frantically 
apologized again and again, then, with a troubled face, 
offered a hand and asked her, "Are you okay?" That was the 
scene where the protagonist's love began. 

"I felt so lost, but you came and found me... That gave 
me so much reassurance!" 

The protagonist cried as she confessed her feelings. 

"Since then, I've only ever thought of you!!" 


That phrase, "...you came and found me," strangely 
stuck in my ears. 

It caused me to have a flashback of my own. 

I thought back to when Goto had rejected me, and I'd 
drunkenly found my way home. When I saw Sayu sitting 
clutching her knees under the power pole, an empty 
atmosphere seemed to surround her. 

What was Sayu thinking back then? 

Was she hoping...that someone would find her? 

And then, there I was. 

“Running into you then and there, I knew it was only 


been by chance, but..." 


Had I actually found her? 

"IT was...So happy." 

I watched the protagonist crying on screen while 
thinking of Sayu's relaxing smile. 

oK 

“Mmmmngh...!" 

As soon as we left the theater, Mishima let out a big 
stretch. 

I could see the shirt she was wearing under her jacket, 
which showed her curves a little more clearly. 

Her body looked...healthy. Not small at all in the breast 
department. 

Ever since I'd been exposed to breasts as freakishly 
large as Goto's were, looking at other women's gave me a 
sense of relief. Honestly, that was the only reason why I 
snuck a peek. 

When Mishima had finished stretching, she started to 
mutter the beginning of a sentence. 

"I got a lot more out of that than I expected to." 

"More out of it?" 

"Yeah. I mean, I came here to watch a love story with 
you, just for the fun of it, Yoshida-sempai." 


“What are ya talking about?" 


"But it was so much better than I thought..." 

Mishima said with a lilt in her voice and grinned. 

“How about you, Yoshida-sempai?" 

“What about me?" 

"The movie. What did you think?" 

“Hmm. I'm not sure..." 

For half of the movie, my mind had been somewhere 
else entirely, but I felt too ashamed to admit that. 

Mishima seemed to have really enjoyed the film, so it 
didn't feel right to just make up some random comment. If I 
had to give some honest feedback, what could I say? 

After a short moment's thought, the professor's line 
came to mind. 

“Ohhh, I remember. That part when the professor said, 
‘you never know whether it was a fated encounter until 
after it happened’. I thought that made sense." 

I could see Mishima's eyes light up as I spoke. 

"Oh yeah! That line makes sense to me, too, oddly 
enough... Great minds think alike, I guess." 

Mishima nodded somewhat approvingly, and then her 
face suddenly turned sullen. 

“What's wrong?" 

"Nothing." 


She put a hand to her chin and spoke in a soft voice. 


"I don't know whether I want to buy into that idea, 
though." 

“Hm? You said it made sense, didn't you?" 

"Well, it did, but I don't know if I like it." 

I cocked my head, not understanding what Mishima 
was trying to say, but she continued trying to find the 
words to express herself. 

"It's... How do I say this... Isn't it kind of, I 
dunno...boring?" 

"Boring?" 

"Yeah! Right now, we're having incredible encounters 
that will affect the rest of our lives, aren't we? Those 
meetings happen in the present. Not in the past, and not in 
the future. Right now." 

"T guess so." 

I nodded, and Mishima's gaze fell to the ground as she 
let out a small sigh. 

"So wouldn't you want to realize it at the moment you 
met somebody? Whether or not it was a fateful encounter, 
that is." 

Her eyes began to well up slightly, but there was still 
an obstinate light glowing inside them that refused to be 


dimmed. 


She seemed a little different from her usual, jovial self. 
This must have been how she really felt. 

"When someone realizes that their encounter was 
meant to be, and their future is already decided so it's out 
of their hands...that kind of plot development always makes 
me cry in stories, but I don't want that to happen to me." 

A smile came to her face as she continued. 

"IT want it to happen present. I don't care about 
yesterday or tomorrow. The only version of myself that truly 
exists is in the here and now." 

The smile on Mishima's face made her seem much more 
mature than she ever had before. I didn't know she had this 
side to her. 

"Then..." 

I paused all thoughts I was entertaining to ask her. 

“Have you ever had...a fateful encounter?" 

Her face lit up in astonishment, and then... 

"Pft!" 

She burst out with laughter. 

"Ah-hah-hah! Oh yeah. I forgot you were like this, Mr. 
Yoshida. It's refreshing when you're this thick." 

“Huh? What do you mean?" 


"Mm-hm-hm... Nothing, don't worry. It's fine." 


Mishima was laughing so hard that she was crying. She 
wiped her tears away with one of her fingers, then nodded. 

"Yes, I have had a fateful encounter." 

I stared at her as she answered me. 

“That's why I never want to let it pass by me." 

She stared straight ahead, which gave me a sense of 
how determined she was. 

Feeling overwhelmed by the odd intensity of this, I 
looked away from Mishima and nodded. 

"Really? Give it your best, then." 

"Yes, sir! I will!" 

She gave me an exaggerated salute, smiling radiantly. 
It was somewhat of a relief to see her looking so happy. 

That was the Mishima I knew. 

I'd only realized it recently, but it made me strangely 
uncomfortable when somebody I knew made a face I hadn't 
seen them make before. 

This applied to both Sayu and Goto. 

Whenever they would make an expression I'd never 
seen before, I didn't know what to do. 

This was especially true when it came to Mishima. I 
thought that her normal, goofy smile suited her best. 

As I contemplated on the subject, I suddenly became 


aware of something. 


When she was first put under my supervision, I couldn't 
help but feel irritated by that very same smile of hers. But 
how did I feel about it now? I had to admit that part of me 
found that side of her endearing, to say the least. 

As I stood there, surprised at how much my opinion had 
changed, a wry smile found its way onto my face. 

"Well, if it's you, I'm sure things will work out, 
Mishima." 

Her eyes widened, and she tilted her head to the side 
quizzically. 

"What will?" 

“Your fateful encounter. Something will come of it, I'm 
sure." 

I elaborated, and Mishima was still tilting her head. A 
look of absolute speechlessness came over her face. 

“What do you mean?" 

Mishima's relentless grilling was embarrassing me, but 
I continued speaking anyway. 

"Well... You have a good head on your shoulders and a 
nice smile to go with it. I don't see why the guy wouldn't 
fall for you. That's what I'm trying to say." 

I admitted bluntly, before scratching the nape of my 


neck in an attempt to hide my embarrassment. I wasn't 


really used to giving people compliments. It shouldn't have 
been a big deal, but I still felt weirdly awkward about it. 

I realized that Mishima hadn't reacted, and when I 
looked her way, her eyes immediately begin to dart in every 
direction. 

Mishima, who took almost everything in her stride, 
looked strangely shaken up. 

"Well... This is..." 

Mishima replied after a long pause. The look on her 
face was unreadable. 

And then, she smiled, looking upset. 

"This is a bit rough." 

I'd never seen her smile like that before. 

It was different from the usual 'deceptive smile’ she 
made at work, and it seemed like she was using it to hide 
something important. 

I gasped, realizing I might have just stepped on a 
metaphorical landmine, and her expression shows it, but 
then quickly changes the moment she realizes so. 

"I mean, I appreciate the praise, at least! I don't give 
you many chances to praise me for anything at work, 
Yoshida-sempai." 

"I wouldn't mind you giving me a reason to, y'know..." 

"Ahaha. I'll try a little harder then." 


Mishima cackled, making her usual, mischievous 
expression. 

"But never mind that, Yoshida-sempai." 

I'd seen her make this face before. 

It was the exact same face she always made when she 
was about to make fun of me. 

I instinctively sensed the danger of the situation and 
went to take a step back, but before I got the chance, 
Mishima suddenly drew closer to me. 

"Wha—..." 

In that instant, she wrapped me in a tight hug. She was 
a head shorter than me, making her the perfect height to 
nu'le her head directly into my chest. 

“Wai—... What are you...?!" 

I suddenly caught a whiff of her shampoo and felt an 
involuntary twinge of excitement. 

“Hey. Let me go..." 

I just managed to grab hold of Mishima's shoulders, but 
just as I was trying to push her away, she suddenly looked 
up and let out a mocking laugh as she gave me an upward 
glance. 

",... set your heart racing, didn't I?" 

“Wha—? Not at all. Now let go of me!" 


I pushed her away again, but she simply cackled and 
stared into my eyes. 

“That's not what your face told me, Yoshida-sempai." 

"My face...? What do you mean, my face?!" 

I asked. She gave me a toothy grin, looking triumphant. 

"You looked a little nervous." 

"... Hmph." 

I could tell by her mocking smile that I wasn't doing a 
very good job at concealing my shock. 

Despite my anger, I looked away from Mishima, unable 
to say a thing. 

“You shouldn't tease guys." 

"T'm not teasing." 

She said in a matter-of-fact tone of voice. 

"I just wondered if I could make your heart skip a beat, 
too." 
",..Why wouldn't a woman clinging on to me make my 
heart skip a beat?!" 

"Oh, so you actually think of me as a woman! Ahaha!" 

Mishima cackled, making me wonder what she found so 
funny, and then let out a sigh so big that it looked like she 
was expelling all of the air out from her lungs. 

What on earth did this girl want from me? I let out a 


sigh of exasperation. 


I suddenly felt the urge to check the time and glanced 
at my wristwatch. It was almost 10pm. I'd better get home 
soon, or Sayu would worry. 

I looked up from my watch, and before I knew it, I 
found myself meeting Mishima's gaze. She'd been staring 
at me. 

“Your face is telling me you want to go home." 

"Well... It's about that time." 

"For sure. Why don't we call it here?" 

Mishima said speedily, giving me a slight nod. 

“Thank you very much for today." 

"Sure. You too...?" 

I don't think I've done anything for her to thank me for. 
Her words, strangely courteous at times, sounded sincere. 

Mishima grinned, spun around on her heel, then began 
walking toward the station. 

As I watched her leave, she suddenly turned back to 
look at me. 

"What if my fateful partner..." 

She said, raising her voice slightly. 

",..1S you, Yoshida-sempai?!" 

"Don't be stupid! Go home already!" 

I replied. Mishima laughed with amusement and gave 


me a broad wave. Then, she walked into the station, not 


turning around this time. 

",.. ime to go home, then." 

I mumbled to myself and started heading away from the 
station. 

A fateful partner. 

Every time I repeated those words in my head, the face 
that came to my mind was, for some reason, Sayu's. 

I looked at my watch again. It was 10pm on the dot. 

Would Sayu be waiting for me to come home? Or maybe 
she'd already gone to bed after a long, tiring day? 

Either way, I felt a little bad about what I'd done. 

I'd contacted her ahead of time, but I knew she would 
have already prepared dinner for me anyway. 

I'll just have that meal tomorrow morning. 

My pace picked up while I was lost in thought, and 
before I knew it, I was standing in front of my home. It 
really did feel like I got home faster when I had something 
on my mind while I was walking. 

I turned the key in the lock, but it didn't unlock with a 
‘click' sound like I expected it to. 

"Huh...? It's been left unlocked." 

I cocked my head in confusion and opened the door. 


"Sorry I'm late. Sayu! You've left the door unlocked." 


I called out to her as I stepped into the entryway, but I 
immediately sensed that something was off. I just couldn't 
tell what it was. 

Normally, Sayu would have answered right back and 
shown her face, but today, I was met by silence. 

"Is she asleep...?" 

I took off my shoes and headed to the living room, but 
Sayu was nowhere to be seen. 

"Huh...?" 

Sayu was almost always in the living room. Maybe 
she'd gone to the restroom? 

I knocked on the restroom door, but there was no 
answer. 

"Hey! Sayu?" 

I knocked on the door to the adjoining changing room 
before opening it, but the bathroom light was off. Cold 
sweat began to pour out of me. 

I opened the bathroom door to check inside, but I 
couldn't find her anywhere. 

",..Maybe she went to the convenience store?" 

I wouldn't have minded if that was the case, but she 
didn't like going out to buy things unless they were entirely 


necessary, so it was hard to imagine. 


I took out my smartphone and opened the messaging 
app. 

‘Hey. Where are you?’ 

When I'd typed in the message and sent it, I heard a 
cheerful beep coming from the living room. 

",..Whoa, what?" 

I hurried back into the living room to find the cell 
phone that I'd bought for Sayu simply lying where she'd left 
it. 

I felt cold sweat running down my back. 

Had she left the house on her own accord, without 
taking her cell phone with her? 

Well, I didn't know whether or not she was the type 
who never lets her cell phone out of her grasp, so I was 
probably overthinking things, but even so... 


I couldn't shake off the sense of unease. 


What if someone had broken into the house and done 


something to Sayu? 


The moment that thought came into my mind, my body 
jolted like a spring. 

I frantically shoved my shoes back on my feet and 
dashed out of the front door. 


The neighborhood, which usually felt completely 
unremarkable, suddenly seemed incredibly dark and 


foreboding. 


Chapter 15: Nightmare 


"Is this really okay?" 

He said, squeezing my shoulders. 

He had a kind air about him, this man. His face was 
above average. Not really my type, though. 

I'd already forgotten his name. 

"It's fine." 

I tried my best to give him a confident, enthusiastic 
smile. 

He nodded in response to my statement and touched 
my body. Then, we connected. 

"Does it feel good?" 

He asked. 

"Yeah." 

I nodded. 

To put it bluntly though, it hurt. 

It hurt, but I liked it. 

"Misaki...!" 

He called out to me. 

It wasn't my actual name, but it was supposed to be at 
that moment. 


"Yesss." 


I let out a sweet moan and tried to make it sound 
convincing. 

I knew that would be enough for him. 

I couldn't even tell whether or not I liked the way it felt. 

I just knew that my insides were just throbbing a little, 
and my entrance was tingling with pain. 

Those two sensations put me at ease. 

Ahh. I had a body, and it was working just as it was 


supposed to. 


And... 
When I opened my eyes, the room was dark. 
"Huh...?" 


I bolted upright and looked over at the clock. It was 
just past 9pm. 

This realization startled me. I hadn't even started 
preparing dinner. There was no way I could get it ready by 
the time Mr. Yoshida came home. 

Ever since he'd entrusted me with doing the 
‘housework’, I always made sure to have a meal and a bath 
ready for him when he got back. I felt that was my 
responsibility. 

I was just about to message him to say that dinner 
would be late when I saw my screen light up with a 


notification. 


It was from Mr. Yoshida. 

‘I'm going to watch a movie at the theater in the station 
near our place with a coworker, so I'll be home late. Go 
ahead and eat before I get back.' 

I felt my whole body suddenly relax when I read the 
message. 

"... That's good." 

It didn't make sleeping at such a weird time of day any 
more excusable, but at least it wouldn't cause Mr. Yoshida 
any trouble now. 

Just as I settled down, I realized that my body was 
damp with sweat. 

The cold sensation that followed came accompanied by 
the memory of the dream I just had, sending goosebumps 
all over my body. 

Things that I couldn't vividly recall, or rather, that I 
chose not to recall ever since I'd come to this house kept 
flooding back into my mind. 

Meeting someone as kind as Mr. Yoshida has gradually 
helped me find some peace of mind, and I was aware of 
that. 

Still, there was no changing the journey I'd already 
been on, and it felt like the reality of my past was finally 


hitting me. 


"Mr. Yoshida..." 

The next thing I knew, his name fell from my lips. 

When I realized what I was saying, it brought home 
what a complete fool I was. 

The first time I stayed with a stranger, I thought I was 
prepared for what would happen. I had run away from my 
family, and this was the price I had to pay to survive. 

I thought that in order to escape one life of hardship, I 
would need to endure other hardships. 

I numbed myself to everything...or so I intended. 

The truth was, I think I always felt it deep down. I felt 
both disgusted and uncomfortable with what I was doing, 
but I cast those feelings aside, which is how I made it this 
far. 

And then, I met Mr. Yoshida. 

He rejected everything I offered him, and yet, he still 
took me in. He perplexed me; he made me feel things, and 
now, he was making me anxious. 

I was such a selfish, weak, and stupid person. 

Mr. Yoshida, on the other hand, was kind. He really was 
the kindest person I've ever met... 

He kept a strict eye on the people around him, but he 


only ever worried about others. He'd always pretend to be 


putting himself first but was only really tuned in to other 
people's pain. 

I must have been a really pitiful individual for someone 
like him to be so kind to me. 

It was all a mystery to me. 

Since I ran away from home... Since I ran away from 
the destiny I'd been entangled with, the only thing I ever 
thought about was how long it'd be until I was thrown out 
again. 

How long would this person let me stay? For how many 
months, how many weeks...or how many days, even? 

That was my metric for life. 

This time, however, was different. 

I probably didn't want Mr. Yoshida to throw me out. 

To be more precise, I almost wanted him to like me. 

That isn't to say I wanted him to love me or anything. I 
was all for him having a love life and wanted to see him 
find happiness. 

However, I did wish that he'd like me enough to allow 
me to play a part in his life. 

That's why...what I was most afraid of was his kindness. 

If he threw me away, what value could I ever hope to 


find in myself afterwards? 


I still didn't know what conditions I needed to fulfill for 
him to not hate me. 

What did he want from me? Was I already meeting the 
conditions he was looking for? 

The more I thought about it, the more anxious I felt. 

‘I'm going to watch a movie at the theater in the station 
near our place with a coworker, so I'll be home late. ' 

I looked down at Mr. Yoshida's message again and 
ended up dwelling more deeply on what it might mean. 

Was this ‘coworker’ a woman? He didn't write 
‘manager’, so it couldn't be Ms. Goto, the woman Mr. 
Yoshida was in love with. 

And what's more, Mr. Yoshida wasn't the type to take 
the initiative to do anything fun on his way home from 
work, let alone go to a movie. 

This led me to imagine that he'd been invited there and 
that being the case, it must have been a woman. 

Was it the same woman he went drinking with before? 

Mr. Yoshida told me about his feelings for Ms. Goto, but 
what about this other woman? She might be in love with 
him. And if so, what will they do after they finish watching 
the movie? 

Now that I started thinking about it, I couldn't stop; I 


knew it wasn't any of my business, but the more I thought 


about it, the more anxious I felt. 

I looked at the clock. It was just past 9:30pm. 

The message from Mr. Yoshida came at 7:30pm. 

“The movie...should be over soon." 

I usually never have thoughts like these. 

I knew that I was being stupid, but still, I couldn't stop 
myself. 

I put on some socks, slipped on a pair of loafers, and 
ran out of Mr. Yoshida's house, still wearing my 
loungewear. 

I was just going to stand in front of the movie theater. 
Once I saw Mr. Yoshida and his date, I would go home. That 


was all. 


Any reasonable person would know that I was never 
going to find them. I didn't have the first clue what movie 
they were watching, and if I wanted to run into Mr. 
Yoshida, I'd have to get there at the exact time when he 
would leave the movie theater. There were crowds of 
people in front of the station, too. 

It was entirely unrealistic of me to think that I'd be able 
to spot Mr. Yoshida in all of this. 


At least, it should have been. 


Whether for good luck or ill, as soon as I found my way 
to the movie theater, I spotted him. 

A cute woman in a suit was embracing him in a hug. 

I froze in place as if my body suddenly turned to stone. 

Mr. Yoshida was making a face I'd never seen before. 
He looked frantic, troubled, and embarrassed all at the 
same time. 

At that moment, I recalled the day Mr. Yoshida went 
drinking with Ms. Goto. 

When I hugged him, trying my best to cheer him up, he 
made a kind of distressed smile, patted me on the 
shoulders, and said, "That's enough." 

As much as I didn't want to acknowledge it, I realized 
what was going on. 

Deep down, Mr. Yoshida didn't see me as a woman in 
the slightest. 

The lady hugging him tightly outside the movie theater, 
however, was someone he saw as a woman through and 
through. 

I could tell that from his expression. 

“There's nothing wrong with that," 

I muttered to myself in a voice quiet enough for only 
me to hear. 


"It's no big deal. Nothing for me to get stressed about." 


When I was finally able to move my body again, I 
turned my back to the movie theater and started making 
my way home. 

I was going home. I needed to go home so I could greet 
Mr. Yoshida when he came back, just like I always did. I 
wasn't going to let him see that anything was wrong. 

I'd apologize for not having dinner prepared, and then 
I'd let him be the first one to take a bath. 

I took one step, then another, and then stopped. 

It suddenly occurred to me that my vision was 
somewhat blurry. 

"Huh...?" 

Tears were streaming down my cheeks. I was crying, 
and by the time I realized that, there was no stopping it. 

"Why?" 

The people passing by gave me pulled looks, and I 
hurriedly marched away. 

I wiped my tears away with the sleeve of my sweatshirt, 
but they kept streaming down my face. 

The image of Mr. Yoshida's face when that strange 
woman hugged him kept coming back into my head. 

"Why... Why...?" 

Why was I so upset? 


As soon as that question popped into my head, I 
realized what the feeling growing inside of me was. 

",..Haha, no way." 

The wet tears running down my face didn't make my 
smile any less dry. 

It was jealousy. 

I was jealous of some woman I didn't even know. 

Mr. Yoshida had shown her an expression that I'd never 
seen before. 

In my childish way, I knew I wanted to have him all to 
myself. 

",..1'm really...really..." 

My heart hurt so much that it felt like someone had put 
a knife through it. 

It was just too much to take. 

"T'm...So stupid!" 

A sob escaped me, and before I knew it, I was running. 

If things kept going in this direction, I would definitely 
get in the way of Mr. Yoshida's happiness. 

I was gripped by the intense feeling that I shouldn't go 
home. 

I just had nowhere else to go. 

I didn't know where I was heading, but I simply 


breathed in and out and kept running like an idiot. 


* 


After parting ways with sempai, I passed through the 
station gate and went down the stairs to the platform. 
Then, I suddenly stopped in my tracks. 

“Going home like this...is kinda annoying." 

I faintly recalled sempai's expression as he saw me off, 
and it irked me a little. He looked like a parent seeing their 
child off at daycare. 

It gave me a thrill being able to shock him a little 
earlier, but even if he saw me as a woman, he wasn't 
romantically interested in me at all. I could tell from the 
way he acted today. 

I knew it from the beginning, but it was. still 
disheartening. 

That's probably why I'd stopped; it was because of this 
feeling welling up inside me. I didn't feel like heading home 
at all now that I know how he sees me. 

I didn't feel like chasing after him and trying to do 
anything about it. The way he saw me off made me think 
that he'd probably hurried on home. Even if I were to chase 
after him, I had no idea which way he'd gone. 

For that reason, I decided to follow wherever my feet 


might take me and go for a walk around the neighborhood 


near sempai's local station, enjoying the scenery along the 
way. 

Acting quickly on whatever I set my mind to was one of 
my admittedly few strong points. 

I exited through the gates and looked around the front 
plaza of the station. 

At second glance, it was a pretty large station. It had a 
theater, restaurants, and a department store. And yet, I 
couldn't help but imagine that not a single one of those 
places was one that sempai would ever frequent; the 
thought amused me. 

I remember overhearing sempai talking about living 
over ten minutes away from the station. 

"Alright. This way, then." 

I found a somewhat dim boulevard with few people 
walking through it and randomly decided to head that way. 

I didn't necessarily dislike the busy, bustling crowds at 
the station front, but streets with a silent, deserted feel to 
them were much more to my liking. 

Sempai may have walked down this’ boulevard 
before...or maybe not. Either way, it had a strange air about 
it. 

“Well, come to think of it..." 


I muttered to myself. Fortunately, there weren't many 
people around to hear me. 

Come to think of it. 

I never expected to find myself so preoccupied with my 
love life. 

I liked movies as much as any other person, and I really 
enjoyed the ones with love stories. However, whenever I 
watched them, I enjoyed them as if I was a completely 
uninvolved third party, as if the story had nothing to do 
with me. 

It was probably because I felt like I'd never meet a man 
as wonderful as the ones in those stories. The men in my 
world were depressingly insignificant and selfish people. 

I honestly felt like the reason I'd got into the company I 
was at now was because my cute appearance was the kind 
that 'the old geezers are into.' 

I felt like Ms. Goto was the only staff member who was 
truly trying to get to know my true self during the 
executive interview. If she'd had a bigger say at the 
meeting, I think I wouldn't have gotten in. 

It was the older managers' approval that got me the 
job, and consequently, they all went out of their way to fuss 


and fawn over me ever since. 


I soon came to realize that, at my workplace, working 
at a leisurely, measured pace made my life a lot easier than 
going the extra mile ever would. I'd pretend to be 
incompetent in my work, listen to the _ geezers' 
incomprehensible explanations, then show a little progress 
and smile as I told them, "It's all thanks to you!" This was 
how my workday typically went. External pressures would 
stay at a minimum, and I would put out minimal effort as 
well. I figured I'd just keep working in this passive manner 
and save my money. 

It was during that period that I was transferred to 
Yoshida-sempai's project. 

Sempai's supervision was great in the truest sense of 
the word. He never once accepted 'my inability' and left me 
at that. He didn't have a superiority complex toward me, 
despite the fact that I was a younger colleague who wasn't 
as good at my job as he was, and he never looked down on 
me, either. He was simply strict in his assessment of me. 

For the first time since I'd joined the adult working 
world, I felt I'd gotten someone to see me for who I was. I 
wasn't aware of how happy it made me feel. 

And so, I doubled down on my performance as an ‘inept 


worker.' Like a child, I watched Yoshida-sempai's reactions 


with a mix of anticipation and anxiety, wondering how far I 
could push him until he broke. Yet, he never once did. 

Before I knew it, I found myself watching him whenever 
we were at work. I soon came to find out that he had fallen 
for Ms. Goto. It was obvious. 

Naturally, I found it easier to accept that the reason he 
worked so passionately was to show her his worth, but it 
became apparent that wasn't the case. Even when Ms. Goto 
was temporarily transferred to a subsidiary branch for a 
few days, sempai still worked hard. In fact, it seemed to me 
that he worked even harder than when she was there. He'd 
complain to Hashimoto-sempai, who sat next to him, about 
every little thing, but he'd still keep an eye on all of the 
other project members while he was doing his own work. 
His personality is even more serious and responsible than 
before. 

I always had a hunch, but this made it clear; I wasn't 
the only person he was kind to. He was kind to everyone. 

The moment I became aware of this, I felt my feelings 
for him turn into love. 

"Oh?" 

The path forked. One direction went downhill, to a 
darker trail; the other up a flight of stairs, seeming to open 


up to a much wider area ahead. 


Having already had my fill of darkness, I chose the path 
that promised an open field and continued my walk. I 
actually liked climbing stairs. I kind of enjoyed the feeling 
of focusing on each step at a time. 

As I walked along the path, I found that it was lined by 
more and more streetlights, which made it brighter and 
brighter. At the top of the stairs, a well-kept park, with a 
lawn thick with grass, spread out before me. 

“Whoa, this park is pretty nice!" 

I took a look around and noticed an area with a number 
of wooden benches. 

"So this park is one of those that have lawn space 
where kids can play while adults chat, huh?" 

I inspected the perimeter, where slightly elevated 
apartments lined the park. It must have been a public park 
for the neighborhood to use. 

Parks with this much greenery really were my favorite. 
The neighborhood around my house was overly packed, so 
there was no space to build a park like this. 

I headed for the benches, feeling as if something was 
drawing me to them, and took a seat. 

A small distance away from where I was sitting was a 


concrete-paved area, where some young boys were 


practicing skateboarding. They were the only people I 
could see. 

A place with so few people was perfect for relaxing and 
thinking through things. 

I didn't mind going home late tonight as long as I didn't 
miss the last train, so I decided to immerse myself in the 
lingering memories of my mini-date with sempai in the park 
for a bit. 

That was when I realized that I was a little hungry. 

Come to think of it, I'd skipped dinner and gone 
straight to the movie theater after work. 

"Did I bring anything...?" 

I turned to dig through my bag in search of a snack or 
something to tide me over when something I hadn't noticed 
until then entered my field of view. 

"Argh!" 

I let out a weird yelp and jumped out of my seat. 

A person was sitting behind the bench next to mine, 
clutching her knees to her chest. 

"You... You scared me!" 

She had long hair, so I figured she was probably a girl. 
She was wearing a rough-looking sweatsuit. 

Seemingly startled by my screaming, the person raised 


their head from their knees. She was young, clearly an 


underaged girl. I looked at her feet to find she was wearing 
a pair of loafers. She must be in high school or something. 

For a few seconds, we stared at each other blankly. 
Then, the girl opened her mouth a little to speak. 

"Uh... You're the..." 

"Mm-hm?" 

"Uh, never mind..." 

She emphatically shook her head side to side, then 
pressed her lips closed. 

“You're a high schooler, right? What are you doing out 
this late? It's past 10pm. If you don't get home, you'll be 
taken into custody." 

In response to my warning, a somewhat perplexed look 
came to her face, and she dropped her gaze to the ground. 

"IT don't...know where to go." 

Those words were enough to tell me what her situation 
was. 

She must have been a runaway. 

It would be a different story if she were a university 
student, but running away as a high schooler came with its 
problems. Such a strikingly young-looking girl would be 
picked up by the police if luck wasn't on her side; all she'd 
have to do is use the station, and they'd still spot her. Most 


kids who realize that only ever get as far as the 
neighboring area. 

",..Well, as long as you have an adult with you, they 
won't catch you." 

I found myself speaking aloud. 

I understood all too well the feeling of wanting to run 
away from home and lose yourself in some out-of-the- 
ordinary thoughts. 

The girl continued to stare at me with an empty 
expression. I sat back down on my bench and continued to 
speak. 

"I'll stay here with you until I have to leave for the last 
train, so feel free to stay and think things over, okay?" 

When she heard what I said, the girl's eyes instantly 
started to well up with tears, and then she bit down on her 
lip. 

She hung her head for a moment, before starting to 
nod. 

"... Thank you very much." 

"Not at all." 

Any child who could mind her manners must be a good 
kid. 

I carried on digging through my bag, pondering over 


this old-fashioned line of thinking. The pit in my stomach 


was getting hard to ignore. 

At last, I found my target: a pack of brown bran biscuits 
that I'd set aside in case I got hungry. 

I took it out of my bag and unwrapped it from the 
packaging. 

Gurgle gurgle gurgle. 

I heard the sound of someone's stomach complaining 
from somewhere else. 

I looked to the bench beside me where the girl was still 
burying her face in her knees, having not moved an inch. 
Her ears were poking out slightly, and I could see that 
they'd turned bright red. 

"Pft!" 

I couldn't help but let out a sputter, and then offered 
one of the two packets I was holding to the girl. 

“Want one?" 

The girl looked up, and after letting her brief, troubled 
gaze linger over me for a moment, she gave a sharp nod. 

"Alright, here. What's your name?" 

“Thank you very much... My name's...Aka—..." 

The girl suddenly stopped mid-sentence, and after 
letting a breath escape from her nose, her expression 
relaxed. 


"T'm Sayu." 


"Sayu, huh? Good name. I'm Yuzuha." 

It was probably a fake name. She must have been about 
to give me her real one but stopped herself. 

This girl was smarter than I expected her to be. I liked 
talking with smart kids. 

I was intending to enjoy this time by myself, but 
meeting someone like this was just as fun, I guess. 

I chewed on my biscuit as I wondered what topic of 


conversation I should lead with. 
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